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The Panamanian government took a half-step back in its efforts to deport prize-winning Peruvian
journalist Gustavo Gorriti when it announced that no further steps would be taken until the courts
review the case. Meanwhile, national and regional attention on Gorriti's case has highlighted the
dangers faced by journalists throughout Latin America. Gorriti worked in Lima for the respected
Peruvian magazine Caretas until 1992 when, citing harassment from the Peruvian government, he
left Peru.
In 1996, he went to Panama to become associate editor of La Prensa, the leading Panamanian daily.
At La Prensa, Gorriti's investigations into high-level money laundering and corruption led to reports
that President Ernesto Perez Balladares had business connections to individuals who were awarded
large government contracts. Gorriti also was responsible for a report on contributions exceeding
$50,000 to the president's 1995 presidential campaign that were linked to Colombia's Cali drug
cartel.
In early August, Labor Minister Mitchell Doens turned down the request to renew Gorriti's work
visa, which expired at midnight on Aug. 28. Explaining its decision, the ministry cited immigration
laws that prohibit foreigners from holding jobs that could be done by Panamanians. However,
Gorriti along with national and international press and human rights advocates insist the denial
is politically motivated. "Gorriti's expulsion is just a pretext to get rid of a journalist who has dug
up embarrassing things," said Mario Diament, a professor of journalism at Florida International
University.
The US, as well, appeared to doubt Panama's explanation. State Department spokesperson James
Rubin said that, while the US does not question Panama's right to enforce its immigration laws,
"the decision to revoke the residency status of a world-class journalist such as Gustavo Gorriti
raises questions about Panama's commitment to freedom of the press." La Prensa said the decision
was "a low blow" for press freedom and appealed to the Panamanian Supreme Court to review
the matter. Newspaper says Gorriti will remain as editor Gorriti sent his family to the US on Aug.
27, and moved into the newspaper office. Gorriti "came to live in La Prensa for fear he would be
physically attacked," La Prensa publisher Juan Arias told reporters.
Arias also said the paper's board of directors has voted to retain Gorriti as associate editor even if
he's expelled. "He'll just do the job by email, from another country," Arias said. The Panamanian
government said on Aug. 29 that Gorriti could stay in the country until the courts review his
case. And the Supreme Court of Justice said that, until the appeals are heard, no deportation
can be carried out. The Miami-based Sociedad Interamericana de Prensa (SIP) sent letters to the
Panamanian court and to Perez Balladares expressing the organization's "deepest concern" about
press freedom in Panama.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55076
ISSN: 1060-4189

Meanwhile, the Panamanian government has begun an energetic public relations campaign through
its embassies and consulates to present its side of the controversy. The extensive material being
distributed includes transcripts of the congressional debate preceding passage of the press law. At
the same time, Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori said that his government would not intervene
in Panama's decision to deport Gorriti. "We have no right to interfere in Panama's internal affairs,"
said Fujimori. "From the diplomatic point of view, we have done everything we can for him."

Gorriti case shines spotlight on problems in Latin America
The debate surrounding the deportation of Gorriti has spotlighted widespread violence against
journalists throughout Latin America. Danilo Arbilla, editor of the Uruguayan weekly Busqueda
and president of SIP's press freedom commission, said many countries especially Mexico, Ecuador,
and Venezuela use state advertising to influence news coverage, rewarding friendly media and
punishing critics.
Restrictions on the press can be direct, such as censorship or the licensing of journalists, or more
indirect, such as illegal taps on journalists' phones that enable government security forces to
go after reporters and discourage would-be informants. For example, in July the Peruvian press
documented 197 illegal wiretaps. Journalists' phones were among the preferred targets of the taps,
widely believed to have been carried out by government security forces (see NotiSur, 07/25/97).
President Fujimori also revoked the citizenship of the Israeli-born owner of a TV station whose
reporters had linked government intelligence services to corruption, torture, and illegal surveillance
of political opponents. In Colombia, a recent law requires that all television news programs apply
for new six-year licenses, to be granted in October by a government-appointed commission (see
NotiSur, 08/29/97). After a scandal erupted involving the awarding of FM radio licenses, Colombia's
business leaders joined SIP in demanding that Samper postpone issuing the TV licenses until after
presidential elections in May. Samper has refused.
As investigative journalism improves, risks increase Offending a government can put a reporter's
life at risk. At least 170 journalists have been killed in the region since 1980. In Latin American,
Colombia is the leader in violence toward journalists, with 69 reporters and editors killed in the last
nine years, according to Ricardo Trotti of the Miami Herald and SIP press freedom coordinator.
Mexico ranked second, with 21 journalists killed in that period. On March 20, gunmen killed the
editor of El Pais, the largest newspaper in the Colombian city of Cali, shortly after he published an
opinion piece supporting the extradition of drug lords to face trial in the US.
In northern Mexico, Benjamin Flores, a journalist well- known for his investigative reporting of drug
trafficking in the border town of San Luis Rio Colorado, was gunned down outside his newspaper
offices. On Sept. 3, SIP-leader Arbilla met with Mexican President Ernesto Zedillo to discuss the
investigations into the deaths of several journalists, which appear to be stalled. "In Mexico, in some
states and localities, you see a relationship between political power and the killings," said Arbilla.
"At times, we think this may have something to do with the slowness" in investigating the crimes. In
mid-August, SIP called on El Salvador's government to help solve the murder of a television anchor
and radio newscaster, Lorena Saravia, whose body was dumped on the outskirts of the capital with a
bullet wound to the head.
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The charred, handcuffed body of Argentine news photographer Jose Luis Cabezas was found near
Buenos Aires last January (see NotiSur, 04/04/97 and 07/18/97). That city's press association says
118 journalists investigating the murder have since been threatened or attacked. In June, assailants
slashed the hand of a TV reporter's sister, telling her that her brother was talking too much about
the Cabezas case. Not all cases of attacks against journalists have been traced to government
officials, said Ricardo Trotti. "Whenever a journalist is more effective in his investigations, whenever
a journalist is exposing corruption, whenever there is talk about illegal practices, it's difficult to
know where you're going to get hit from," he said. [Sources: The Dallas Morning News, 08/19/97;
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/22/97; Caretas (Peru), 08/21/97, 08/28/97; The Miami
Herald, 08/28/97; Reuter, 08/29/97, 08/30/97; El Nuevo Herald, 08/20/97, 08/27-29/97, 09/01/97; La
Prensa (Panama), 08/31/97, 09/01/97; La Republica (Peru), 09/02/97; Associated Press, 08/28/97,
08/29/97, 09/04/97]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

